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Sarah
My thesis was in some ways how to make a thesis, 
similar to what it sounds like yours is. That said, I think 
the work I was gravitating towards in the thesis was very 
pertinent to what we do today. I mean, it was on instruc-
tions and all that stuff, and that’s very much like the 
infographics we do.

Alicia
It’s interesting though when you ask this question of us 

in particular, because both Sarah and myself are now 
partners of MGMT, but during thesis time and through 

school, Sarah and I had a lot of overlap in our areas 
of interest. And you know how it is there—you have 

to carve out your little area, so we worked hard to try 
and define it between us. Then happily after school we 
could collaborate, and share our joint love of things like 
instruction or information design. So in way, picking our 

theses separately and then asking us jointly how they 
affect us, it’s kind of a nice next stage to that story.

For me personally, I had a writing background, so I really 
loved writing the text. That, for me, helped me exercise 

and develop ideas that I was less fluent in working 
through visually. Just that act of curating stuff, looking 

for a theme, and trying to write about it—that back and 
forth. I think that process is useful; I agree with Sarah 

that the statement itself isn’t words to live by necessarily, 
but they still hold true for both of us and now we can say 

they compliment each other.

Grace
Did you start your practice together right when 

you graduated?

Sarah
No, it was three years or so.

Alicia
It was funny because John Gambell would always 

say, “Well, if you guys ever start a studio together…” I 
mean, he was just making a joke about it, and we were 
all too stressed out to even know what he was saying, 26
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but… After school, we all worked in different places. 
Ariel [Apte Carter, founding partner] went to Doyle 
Partners, Sarah went to 2x4, and I went to Cooper 

Hewitt Museum. Anyway, we just missed each other, 
so we picked up various freelance projects so we 

could collaborate, and then it was a convergence of the 
coincidental. Ariel was freelancing full-time, and I was 

in-between, so we started something bigger, and then 
we roped Sarah in from 2x4. You know, you never think, 

“Now we’re starting a studio and here’s our phone 
number,” but we just started with clients we gathered 
together from our various jobs, and it had its own life, 

and now we’re still here.

Grace
What would you say to students who are just start-

ing to think of what their thesis might be? If you could 
describe to them what a good goal for a thesis is, or 

what’s something you should be aiming to get out of it? 
Or is there no way to guide it?

Sarah
I think it’s just so daunting when you’re faced with the 
thesis, but my advice would be just to keep things small, 
and that actual projects and tasks you set up for your-
self should be really rigorously contained. Because it’s 
actually in the making of that simple task that the big-
ger picture extends out. And you don’t always see that 
when you’re there.

Alicia
I think it also speaks about that translation from thinking 

to making. You can dwell on that big picture, that “one 
word thesis,” you can stay in that miasma of big thinking 
and not be doing anything since you don’t know exactly 

what you’re doing. So just to get through that, keep 
making. Do little exercises, make the stakes low so you 

 don’t feel like you’re going to fail. Try to stay focused, not 
 necessarily on the thesis concept, but just realize that 
there’s different ways to get to it if you’re feeling stuck.

Barbara [Glauber] was the one who helped me with 
many of my roadblocks by saying, you know, “Focus on 27
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the folio” or other small things, so then you feel like, “Ok, 
it’s just a folio!” and it just moves you forward. And I 

don’t want to portray us as total nut jobs when we were 
in school but—

 
Grace

Well, I think everyone sort of is. The work here is so 
self-initiated—

Alicia
Yeah, there are no parameters. So it’s freeing for 
certain people, and then completely intimidating 

for others. 

Grace
So was Barbara your thesis advisor?

Alicia
Yeah, she didn’t have a thesis group, she was my the-

sis advisor. Because you had your group, and then you 
had, like, 2 others.

Grace
Now we just have a thesis group, and no outsider 

reader besides the editor.

Alicia
I think that’s kind of a shame, actually. It was helpful 

because you could have cross-pollination, interdisci-
plinary conversations, but I can also see to some degree 
that it got to be a lot of voices. That was a big challenge 
for me; the voices weren’t necessarily contradicting, but 
it’s just a lot of input and you’re already so stressed out 

about what your voice is, it can be obscured.

I also really drew a lot of strength and support from my 
group, and really got helpful feedback from my peers, as 
much as from an advisor… Do you have any other ques-

tions for us?

Grace
I think that’s it; even the affirmation that the thesis is in 

some way still relevant is really the point. 28
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Alicia
Yeah, maybe we should wrap it up with the topic sen-
tence of just: no one knows what they’re doing. A lot 

of it is just this mental gamesmanship of trying to stay 
focused, trying not to get overly stressed out by out-

side influences, and then just trying to listen and work 
through, and figure out ways you can still keep doing 

something, and not be too daunted by the bigger picture.

29
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Yes. If not the thesis specifically, my time at Yale has 
undoubtedly informed how I think about and practice 
design, everyday. 

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel as 
though it’s more relevant now than it was when you gradu-
ated, or vice versa?

My first job out of school was at 2x4, a studio co- 
founded my Michael Rock (with partners Susan Sellers 
and Georgie Stout). My understanding is that Michael 
helped shape the pedagogical direction of the program 
significantly, so in some ways, my time at 2x4 felt very 
much like an extension of my education. 

When you’ve completed your thesis and time 
has passed, your arguments and references can cer-
tainly seem incomplete or naive in retrospect (probably 
because they were incomplete and naive). But I think 
the practice of self-questioning and adhering to certain 
criteria by which you measure the value or success 
of your work are ideas that feels more relevant now 
than ever.

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
How so?

I wouldn’t (or couldn’t) change it. Working on my the-
sis was incredibly important to me, but I think it’s also 
important to realise that your MFA thesis is a moment in 
time, a distillation of what you were thinking about as a 
designer in a very specific context. It is neither absolute 
nor timeless.

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

Looking back, some of the references seem less rel-
evant to me now. Surprising even. The Yale thesis (at 
least during my time there) was differentiated from that 
of comparable programs because the focus was on 
the visual method, instead of the visual subject. It was 
about learning through doing, rather than learning 
through learning, which can never be irrelevant.
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Yes, absolutely. Rather than acting as a way of gener-
ating work, my thesis was more productive as a way of 
analyzing my work, helping me to establish common 
threads and defining my point of view. This push and 
pull between logic/structure and dissonance/disorder 
is something that I’m still constantly feeling in my work, 
and I think that’s because I used the thesis as a way of 
gaining insight into my tendencies and ways of working, 
rather than as a kind of thematic productive mechanism.

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel as 
though it’s more relevant now than it was when you gradu-
ated, or vice versa?

Particularly since my first job after Yale was working on 
my own, yes, definitely. I’m not sure if it’s more relevant 
now, especially because in that last semester of school 
it was pretty all-consuming. And then a month after 
graduating I wondered, “Why was I so stressed out 
about that?” But in terms of its relevance as a way of 
describing and assessing my work, I think it’s at least as 
relevant now as it was then. 

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? How 
so?

I don’t think I would. Not by any means because it’s a 
perfect document, but I think it’s an accurate reflection 
of my work and thinking at the time. It still has a lot of 
relevance for me, and while I wouldn’t do it all exactly 
the same way now, that doesn’t seem like the point. 

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

The most important part for me was that the thesis 
serve as a distillation not just of my work at Yale, but of 
the experience as a whole. It was such an intense, pro-
ductive, and rewarding two years, and I wanted to make 
a book that, almost more than anything else, could help 
me to remember the details of the experience that might 
fade with time. The memories in the book are selective, 
of course, but the narratives and the residue of the pro-
cess that frame the work are still remarkably effective at 
throwing me back into the Atrium. 46
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 EDITOR’S NOTE
Mike, Sebastian, Rebecca, 
and Andrew chose to 
respond with an MP3 of a 
group Skype call. This tran-
script has been edited to 
remove sections about the 
low quality of the Skype call.

I could only identity 
Rebecca’s voice (as it was 
obviously a woman speak-
ing) so instead of singling 
out Rebecca’s responses, 
I chose to leave all voices 
nameless. This also reflects 
their decision to respond 
as a group and not as 
individuals.
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♪♫  SOUND OF SKYPE 
CALL CONNECTING

Hello?
Hello?
Did we lose someone?
You can’t expect it to work 

properly.
I’m here, I’m here.
So let’s go back in time. I 

just got a message from 
Twitter, that my Twitter 
account is 7 years old. 
It’s my Twitter account 
7 year birthday.

Oh, that’s lovely.
But you know what that 

means, though? We got 
it in school.

Yeah, I know. I got mine too, 
and I deleted it.

You didn’t tweet it?
What?
Alright, guys. Let’s go back 

in time. Back in the days 
of thesis. So how do we 
respond to this?

I have no idea.
Have you ever tweeted any-

thing, Andrew?
I’m sorry, what? Have I 

responded to her?
Have you ever tweeted 

anything?
You’re garbled. What 

was that?
So are you! I’m trying to 

figure out how I can 
record this.

Now I can hear you.
Oh, ok. Have you ever 

tweeted anything?
Like, five times. I think I lit-

erally have 5 tweets. 

I have a tweet from 
2007 that just says, 
“Charging my laser.” 

☺ LAUGHTER
Thesis. So what did you 

guys think about her… 
idea?

I’m trying to remember 
the idea.

She has an idea?
I don’t know what her idea is.
I couldn’t tell what the idea 

was, it sounds like she’s 
basically just contact-
ing previous people 
and asking about their 
thesis.

I got the impression that her 
idea was like, “What’s 
the point of this thesis 
thing?”

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
Did anyone open the attach-

ment PDF?
It was horrifying.
Ouch. 
I want to read Sebastian’s. 
You read it, you proof read it. 
I know, sorry. I was tired.
 ☺ LAUGHTER
Actually, I was looking back 

at that book when I 
was applying for my 
job because I photo-
graphed a bunch of 
things in Spain, and I 
started looking through 
it, and there’s so many 
typos! There’s like hun-
dreds of typos.

 ☺ LAUGHTER
But not in the statement, in 

the whole thing. The 76
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captions are like the 
most ridiculously written 
things!

That’s the nature of the 
beast.

I always remember that 
lecture that Jop van 
Bennekom gave, and he 
said if he hadn’t started 
Re Magazine when he 
was in grad school, but 
afterwards, he would 
have called it “Boring 
Magazine” instead.

A more accurate name.
Well, he was saying that 

grad school forces you 
to use a certain kind of 
language.

I was thinking that same 
thing when reading 
mine, like “Who wrote 
this?” This is an out of 
body experience.

I told Sebastian my theory 
about the architecture 
of the graphic design 
atrium. It’s— 

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
 ☺ LAUGHTER
So we have the option of 

responding as a group, 
or replying individually.

I think we’ve opted into 
responding as a 
group, but I’d probably 
respond very differently 
as an individual. 

I’d probably take things a lot 
more seriously if I was a 
single person.

Well, she sent it to us sort of 
as a group. Therefore 

I think it should be 
replied to like that.

But she, like many people, 
may be under the false 
impression that we still 
do things.

We do. We don’t do any less 
than we’ve ever done, 
we’ve just never done 
that much.

☺ LAUGHTER 
Essentially, We Have 

Photoshop is true to its 
motto, you know, “don’t 
try too hard.” 

☺ LAUGHTER
Mission accomplished.
I was interested in the pic-

tures of what’s going 
on in Sebastian’s book. 
Like is it held together 
with a pile of rope?

I don’t know what the deal 
with that is.

That’s the hold the page 
down thingy in the 
library.

God, thesis, Jesus Christ. 
I don’t want to look at 
this again.

Well, you don’t need to 
read it.

Yeah, I’m just looking at the 
pictures.

What typefaces were in style 
15 years ago?

Well, the same ones we use 
now. Not much has 
changed.

♪♫  SOUND OF
 CLICKING
“Did it inform your first job 

out of school?” 77
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Well, to the extent that I 
didn’t have a first job… 

I think it got me fired from 
Italy. The sort of mental 
cloud I was in.

But was that your thesis, or 
was that Yale full stop?

Yeah, it was Yale full stop. I 
think the bubble made 
me immune to the fact 
that actual companies 
are full of people who 
hate each other, and 
are trying to undermine 
each other at every 
turn. I was very much 
not prepared for that 
change in culture. 

Right, me too. I don’t feel like 
my thesis has had any 
bearing on anything I’ve 
done, until now. And 
now I work on things 
that are, like—the result 
has the least relation-
ship with anything I 
made at Yale. Like, 
I care so much less 
about the outcome of 
the work than I ever did 
before. I only care about 
the experience of work-
ing. And now I feel like 
I can look back at this 
thesis and see things in 
it that I care about. Or 
could claim. But only 
because I stopped car-
ing about the work.

Learn to stop worrying and 
love the thesis. 

I don’t know if the the-
sis actually informs 

anything we’ve done… 
but the fact that it didn’t 
actually convey what I 
was actually thinking, 
that’s always been in  
the back of my mind. 
Essentially, the failure 
of the thesis to indicate 
the things I was actually 
interested in has always 
informed what I do. 

But it’s a constant worry, 
because I think the 
same thing. I’m always 
like, “Maybe I should 
have done it 8.5x11… 
blah blah blah.”

I always think about what 
Paul said, which is that I 
should have just cut out 
the entire middle, and 
just had the beginning 
and the end. Like none 
of the crap of talking 
about my work. He said, 
“Just cut that part. Just 
have two pages.” And 
he’s right.

My favorite bit of the entire 
thing are the first pages 
with the Post-It notes 
people left on my desk. 
And the poster for Paul 
that I never made.

That’s your favorite part? 
The part you never 
made?

I like the sticker sign. I actu-
ally like the things 
I made.

Of course you do!
The fun things that were 

made were never made 78
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for the program. They 
were made around 
the program. Like the 
Whitney posters, the 
sign. You know, the sign 
was nice. It made peo-
ple happy. For a while, 
until it degraded. It was 
very cheaply produced, 
they decided not to 
take it down… I think 
it’s a successful piece 
of work, as far as work 
goes. So, there were 
fun things there, actu-
ally. But then it’s like 
you were saying, the 
experience was a lot 
more interesting than 
the actual thing. And I 
think the thesis helps to 
convey that, that what 
was interesting was 
what was happening 
around the work.

Reading this, it’s like, God. 
This is painful. 

Yeah, I’m reading yours right 
now. “The world is 
a mess!”

No, that’s not my thesis. 
That’s my presentation 
from September. Which 
is even worse. Jesus, 
don’t read that part. It 
was trying so hard.

See, mine would have made 
sense if Paul hadn’t got-
ten involved. Like I had 
something that made a 
semblance of sense…
and then I had a chat 
with Paul, and it all went 

downhill from there. But 
essentially, the thesis 
was a catalyst for me 
to abandon graphic 
design as a discipline, 
so I guess it was very… 
important.

The thesis though, or Yale? 
Back to Mike’s question 
before.

Well, maybe her question 
isn’t framed correctly.

Well, I don’t know what the 
thesis is there now, but 
at the time, it felt very 
very different from what 
I was actually spending 
my time doing. Like it’s 
this other thing that you 
kinda have to do, but it’s 
not really what you’re 
trying to do, or what you 
give a shit about.

But it’s still the most import-
ant thing.

Well, to some people.
But for the school. Like 

the way the program 
was structured, it was 
the most important 
thing. Like you could 
almost do nothing, but 
if you turned a thesis 
book in at the end, they 
were cool.

But essentially, isn’t the 
thesis supposed to be a 
diary or a record of your 
two years there?

I think when we were doing 
it, it was in a weird spot, 
where it was no lon-
ger, like, a 200-page 79
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study of the circle or 
whatever, but also not a 
diary, really.

Essentially the notion of a 
catalog raisonné—it is 
kind of like a diary. 

But it might as well be kind 
of like an On Kawara, 
“I’m still alive.” For all 
that it’s worth to the 
program, it’s just like, “I 
was here, I made stuff.” 
They can’t very well 
have a program where 
people just drift in and 
drift out, with no proof 
they were there. From 
their perspective.

If you look at my book as a 
whole rather than just a 
statement, it is a diary. 
The language is so 
pretentious, it’s unbear-
able. I think that I didn’t 
realize it was a diary. 
There’s a slight conver-
sational tone in places 
that makes it diary-like, 
and I should have just 
rewritten it as a diary.

Should have been a blog.
Well, yeah.
But if it would have been 

a blog in 2007, it 
would be a dead blog 
now. It would be a 
ghost blog.

But can you really separate 
the thesis in your head 
from the two years you 
spent there?

I can, yeah. Totally. I actually 
think time in school at 

Yale was really import-
ant to me. But thesis, 
not so much. I feel 
like being there was 
extremely important to 
figuring out what the 
hell I wanted to do—I’m 
still figuring it out, but it 
got me going.

Well, the thesis was the one 
thing where you had to 
really try and put every-
thing together. 

Yeah, but for me, it was too 
soon to put all that 
together. I needed a 
few years.

But still, I felt that even 
though my thesis wasn’t 
fully formed, the fact 
that I was having to try 
and put it together was 
the important thing.

Yeah, I mean it wasn’t an 
empty exercise. That’s 
what I was saying ear-
lier: that the failure of 
the thesis is the most 
important thing about 
the thesis. The fact 
that you tried to put it 
together, and that you 
lacked the language 
to accurately describe 
what you were trying to 
do. The book, I mean, 
when I was photo-
graphing it, it was last 
year, and looking back 
at the whole artifact... 

Oh, did we lose Rebecca?
I’m back. “Diaries” was the 

last thing I heard. 80
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Oh, we were talking about 
how the usefulness 
of the thesis was the 
exercise itself, trying 
to put it together. And 
then I said that perhaps 
failing to put it together 
because you didn’t 
actually know what 
you were trying to do 
was the most import-
ant thing. And looking 
back at the book last 
year, you kind of real-
ize all of the things that 
are wrong with it. But 
it becomes like a refer-
ence point, because it 
becomes like the only 
time in your life where 
you will consciously 
sit down and try and 
account for what you 
want to make. Unless 
you actually sit down to 
write a book.

I actually feel like I do that 
every so often. And 
moving to California 
really did for that for me, 
as well.

How?
Well, everything had to 

change because I 
couldn’t keep mak-
ing what I had been, 
because it didn’t exist 
there. So I had to do 
other kinds of work, 
and then figure out if I 
actually wanted to be 
doing that kind of work. 
It turns out that, yeah, I 

do, I just didn’t know 
it before.

But, essentially, as a record 
of that time, it sort of 
serves to frame conver-
sations we’ve had over 
the past 5 or 6 years. 
Even if the thing itself is 
not really what it should 
have been, I guess it’s 
what it could have been.

I feel like I wasn’t ready to 
write that, at the time. 
I look back at some of 
the things I’ve made, 
and I’m like, “Some of 
this is interesting, and 
actually still interesting 
to me now.” What the 
thesis tried to wrap 
around it is not what is 
interesting about it.

I guess my problem with 
the thesis is this notion 
that you elaborate this 
supposed methodology 
and then you make work 
to demonstrate it now, 
in the spirit of a math-
ematical proof. But it’s 
actually the opposite. 
You’re making a bunch 
of shit and then trying to 
make sense of it. So the 
way it’s framed…

Well, the idea of making it a 
book. It’s a book that’s 
going to sit in the library 
forever.

But it is a record. It’s a 
record of a period of 
time. But then again, 
it’s interesting because 81
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think of programs like 
the Royal College, 
where what you actually 
do is produce work and 
a show at the end of 
the year, and then you 
write a 10,000 word 
essay on a topic of 
your choice. 

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
Hey, you know what we 

should do for this girl? 
We should write a Yale 
thesis that just consists 
of four pictures. Maybe 
these four pictures. 
Maybe I should make 
this picture my Skype 
picture, this “I am still 
alive” picture.

Actually, if you put those four 
pictures together… let’s 
give her a picture reply, 
come on.

What pictures?
The ones in Skype.
♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
Yeah, the four of these, it’s 

not a bad set. Just give 
her this, give her the 
audio file, and we can 
be done.

Wait, where are the 
pictures? 

In Skype, above the chat, 
it’s the avatars. You 
have the dude with the 
umbrella, Mike has the 
70s lady… 

Sebastian has the money 
cat, and I have “I’m still 
alive.” 

Well, I’m all down for humor, 

but this seems like a bit 
of a cop out. 

Well, we’ll give her the audio 
file, too.

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
I think that’s exactly where 

we should end this 
conversation. 

Child’s voice: Um, are you 
mama’s friends that she 
works with?

They’re my friends, but we 
don’t actually do any 
work together.

We do non-work together. 
We’re a non-studio.
We have a very prolific 

non-practice.
We’re a non-critical, 

un-studio.
Someday, the project will 

come along that we 
clearly have to make.

Yeah, we’re just waiting for it.
It’s just hasn’t come yet.
We’re transcribing that, 

right?
Yeah.
Who’s transcribing it? When 

I say “we,” is it going 
to be a tragedy of the 
commons kind of thing? 

Well, when you say “we’re 
transcribing it,” what 
you mean is we’re 
sending an MP3 to this 
lady, and she’s tran-
scribing it.

Should we offer to answer 
questions or anything 
later for her?

We’re not sending her this 
whole thing, right? 82
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What’s the audio ver-
sion of redaction? 

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
Enough of therapy.
Yeah, I’m going to go eat 

some food.
I’m going to a North Korean 

restaurant tonight.
Wow, really?
Yeah, the one North Korean 

restaurant in Moscow.
♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
And the cover will be the 

four pictures. Maybe we 
should press a vinyl. 

Yeah, send me some good 
names.

♪♫  ELEVATOR MUSIC
Bye!
Bye, guys.
♪♫  SOUND OF SKYPE 

CALL HANG-UP
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Yes. 

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel 
as though it’s more relevant now than it was when you grad-
uated, or vice versa?

My first job outside of school was the design of PIN–UP 
magazine for its first 5 issues. The design of PIN–UP 
involved working within various given and self-imposed 
restrictions that I had begun exploring through my MFA 
thesis. The magazine was initially typeset only in three 
system typefaces: Times, Arial and Courier and even-
tually evolved to be typeset only in Arial. The magazine 
was also designed on a very limited budget and in order 
to accommodate the budget, we alternated printing 
in 1-color and 4-color per signature or per side of the 
printing sheet. Because the magazine was just begin-
ning, the quality of visual commissions was also very 
inconsistent. An additional set of parameters we set up 
including a 12-column grid, multiple image covers and 
image spreads, allowed for the development of a unique 
magazine identity at the time.

Because the field of graphic design is inherently 
governed by restrictions including client, time, cost, 
speed, space, color, tools, format, printing, binding, and 
programming, restrictions will always relevant to my 
working method. Since PIN–UP, I’ve worked with a con-
sistent approach on other projects including magazines, 
publications, identities, installations and websites. 

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
I think I would probably do it the same way. 

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

Because my thesis was a result of a very linear working 
process of setting up various self-imposed restrictions 
specific to graphic design, and then to respond to and 
exhaust these various restrictions, results were often 
varied but revealed the limits and boundaries of the 
various tools and processes that I worked through. This 
process continues to be invaluable to my practice as an 
independent graphic designer. 88
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Tamara
Yes, surprisingly, it does quite a bit. And I say surpris-
ingly, because when I was working on it at school, it felt 
more like a theoretical, almost fictional, exploration of 
design and my interests within it. Only after being able 
to experience my thesis ideas through everyday work on 
actual client projects did I become more aware of some 
of its core principles and values, and have I realized that 
they have been forming and growing with me for a long 
time. And I also realized the timing for exploration of 
some of these ideas was right: user generated content 
and participation; identity as system that changes over 
time; designing for change, flows, networks, etc., were 
all rapidly developing design (and cultural) tropes as I 
was graduating in 2001.

At our studio Linked by Air, founded with my part-
ner Dan Michaelson in 2005 (the year YouTube was 
born), we’ve been exploring a lot of these ideas from 
our very first project: the new wiki website for the Yale 
School of Art. We created our own content manage-
ment system with a couple of main goals in mind:  

— Make it easy for everyone at the school (students, 
staff, faculty) to change and contribute the content on 
the website. This would allow for the website to feel 
dynamic and fresh even though the school didn’t have 
anyone in charge of updating the website. It would 
also work as a multi-voice platform rather than a single, 
centralized expression. It seemed appropriate to let stu-
dents use it as a digital bulletin board.

— Set up an intricate system of permissions that would 
allow everyone to edit the website, but not all parts of 
it. Students shouldn’t be able to edit the Admissions 
content, but they are still allowed to post on that page, 
for example.

I remember that at the time, a couple respectable 
designers (that we love and have learned from), called 
our approach anti-design. They said they loved it, but 
they still called it anti-design. I wonder if they would call 
it the same today, for example. 121
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Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel 
as though it’s more relevant now than it was when you grad-
uated, or vice versa?

Tamara
Not so much the first job, partially because I was still 
mulling it over, but also because the way design was 
practiced at that place wasn’t the best fit for my the-
sis. But already a year later at my second job, I worked 
on the new website for MIT featuring a daily changing 
homepage image, that anyone could contribute, and a 
daily changing color palette. Each palette consisted of 
15 or so colors, so it took some time to make the whole 
system work well. It was a dream job at the time.

After starting my own studio, practicing along the 
thesis ideas became more relevant and easier. It’s actu-
ally hard to do it any other way now, haha. Well, maybe 
not hard, but less interesting to me. Occasionally, I 
wish I was a little braver and was practicing in an even 
more extreme way—not for the sake of being more 
extreme, but switching some unknown switches, possi-
bly discovering some unexplored gestures and ways of 
enabling communication. But we already get too many 
comments like: “Very nice work—edgy. Do you have 
some more professional-looking work to show?”   

Dan
My first job was actually Tamara’s second, working with 
Lisa Strausfeld, and our work on that team did extend 
the ideas both of us were thinking about at Yale, and it 
also seeded ideas that we are still exploring. The kinds 
of projects I undertook as a student were definitely the 
starts of investigations that I’m still continuing, and I 
often go back to them or think about them. So the thesis 
needs to be considered not just as an essay, but as a 
body of work or the expenditure of a few years making 
work. (An allocation of time that is hopefully tactical in 
some way.)

But, even explicitly in my thesis and in my thinking 
at the time, I tried to think about graphic design not as 
the production of any particular objects but as a kind of 
productive space, a set of evolving approaches, situ-
ations, or contexts. A trade, in the sense of something 
you do with other practitioners in a particular time and 122
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place. You can imagine Linked by Air’s physical studio 
as the photo hut I jokingly talk about in my thesis essay, 
and I’ve often talked about our studio as a kind of cam-
era obscura filtering the world, as I imagined in that 
writing. We even visualized it that way once, when we 
shut the blinds and projected the live transit of Venus 
onto one wall, an image of our studio that we discussed 
at the Brno Biennial.

Tamara’s and my shared interest in design as a way 
to move through time, which in a way is the best take-
away from my thesis text, has definitely driven Linked by 
Air’s approach and values. Working in new technology 
has proven a perfect way to explore those values, for 
example by making systems built to evolve and improve 
over time—an idea we explored in different ways start-
ing early on, on Lisa’s team.

I have to say it was really nice to print out the PDF 
of my thesis text that you sent me, and not be sure 
whether the hands in the photos are mine or yours, 
Grace. Twelve years ago isn’t so long, but looking at 
those pages and re-reading the text, I’m pretty sure that 
I was aware at the time of design as a thing that could 
frame the past, but should be an expression of the 
present, and should somehow be sure to age. A decent 
approach to teaching, too.

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
How so?

Tamara
I don’t think I would. I still pretty much believe in most of 
it, if not all. Perhaps I’d push myself to look for a wider 
range of references and influences and not stick primar-
ily to art, literature, film, etc.

Dan
My thesis book physically is a very large folio format, 
with just a few pages, and so part of me wishes it 
existed in a package that could roam around with me for 
reference, like Tamara’s binder thesis does (hers is cur-
rently on our office shelves). I also hear that it is falling 
apart at the fold in the library. Then again, the core text 
is at the center of each page and so I think I like imag-
ining that the big margins may eventually fall away, and 123
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the folio could turn back into the scanned letter-size 
Microsoft Word document at its heart. As a student, I 
once saw this cardboard box that all the thesis books 
get dumped into, and to be honest, it really horrified me. 
I probably wanted to make something that wouldn’t fit in 
that particular coffin.

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

Tamara
It’s all still quite sticky!
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
In its most basic outlines my thesis describes two com-
ponents—a selection of design projects and a parallel 
body of critical writing—and certainly that has contin-
ued to characterize my work as a whole. In this sense I 
would say that my thesis continues to inform my work in 
the form of a methodology that moves between making 
and writing. My specific focus, then, on urbanism and 
“scriptive” modes of navigating the city has certainly 
expanded, and if anything become more wide-ranging 
and associative.

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel as 
though it’s more relevant now than it was when you gradu-
ated, or vice versa?

Like a lot of Yale design MFAs, after school I moved 
to New York and worked full time at a number of small 
studios and freelance. At the same time, I was fortu-
nate to find outlets for my writing, most importantly the 
Journal Dot Dot Dot, which was thanks to Paul Elliman, 
who introduced me to Stuart Bailey. This was crucial 
in allowing me to maintain a space for writing and crit-
ical reflection alongside my professional work. Right 
now I am working on a book, so for me at the moment 
that seems particularly relevant.

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
How so?

The process of research and discovery central to my 
thesis was an invaluable experience that I wouldn’t want 
to change. I graduated in 2000, so I think the work itself 
shows all of the hallmarks of that moment and what was 
thinkable at the time, which was just before the first 
Internet bubble burst, before LuLu, before blogs, and 
before the typographic turn the field began to take 
around that time. If I could go back I think I would have 
wanted to see myself taking more risks formally and 
working out a more durable form for the thesis book 
itself, but that is perhaps something that is more pos-
sible now, given the rise in self-publishing and that 
a critical mass of inspiring design work is more visible 
and accessible online. The thesis describes a tension 
in the work between official graphic languages and 136
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more subversive, or vernacular impulses, and I think 
that productive tension is still legible in my approach 
to design today, perhaps even more so.

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

My thesis essay centers around the Jem Cohen short 
film Lost Book Found (1996), and it is something that I 
still show to students—it is a near-perfect meditation on 
writing in the city, and gives a portrait of a pre-Guliani, 
pre-9/11 New York City that really isn’t there any more. 
Given everything we’ve come to know about neoliber-
alism, financial speculation, and real estate, I think my 
reading of the film in the essay has plenty of contempo-
rary resonance.

137

Mark Owens
RESPONSE

⌂ →



Class of 1999

138

David Reinfurt

⌂ →



139

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



140

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



141

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



142

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



143

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



144

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



145

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



146

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



147

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



148

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



149

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



150

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



151

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



152

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



153

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



154

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



155

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



156

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



157

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



158

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



159

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



160

David Reinfurt
STATEMENT

⌂ →



BEFORE AFTER THE DEMISE 
PARTY
Yale University School of Art
Commencement Address
May 23, 2011

Thank you. This talk will be about 
15-minutes.

 I’m going to start by describing 
30 seconds from a 12-minute film 
made in 1976. The film is by British 
structuralist filmmaker John Smith 
and called THE GIRL CHEWING 
GUM. Perhaps some of you know 
it, but if not it can be easily found on 
the internet, *after* I finish talking, 
preferably.

First, I’ll set up the clip. THE 
GIRL CHEWING GUM is a 16mm 
black-and-white film shot across a 
busy London street in one take on a 
typical day. About 2 minutes in, the 
camera begins to slowly pan up from 
street-level, across the storefront 
and to the 2nd story roof where a 
public clock is mounted. You hear 
John Smith’s voice-over, “instruct-
ing” the camera:

“Hold it . . . And I want the 
CLOCK to move gently towards me. 
Stop. Now I want the long hand to 
move at the rate of one revolution 
every hour and the short hand to 
move at the rate of one revolution 
every 12 hours. Now -- two pigeons 
fly across and everything comes 
up again until the girl chewing gum 
walks across from the left.”

So, maybe you get some idea 
of what’s going on -- John Smith 
simply filmed 12 minutes of a busy 
London street, and then went back 
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after-the-fact and added his voice-
over which sounds to be the voice 
of the film’s director instructing the 
actors, camera, etc. but which is 
really only a post-facto description 
of the film as it was originally shot. 
It is a kind of *reverse narration* that 
pre-empts the action and seems 
to conjure the street scene into 
being. It reminds me of an idea that 
an artist friend shared recently that 
every narrative film is both a fiction 
(the story being told) and a doc- 
umentary (about the making of the 
film). Simple. 

 When giving a talk about past 
work, I’ve often found myself thinking 
that things sound much smoother, 
more coherent, calculated and inten-
tional in retelling than they actually 
were at the time. This isn’t a big sur-
prise. We very often (always?) don’t 
understand what we are doing when 
we are doing it. Søren Kierkergaard 
neatly sums it up (roughly para-
phrased) -- We live forwards, but we 
understand backwards.

This is why I am so taken with 
THE GIRL CHEWING GUM -- it 
suggests another possibility, a back-
wards chronology where events are 
literally produced by speaking, by 
telling them to happen. It’s a seduc-
tive fiction, and also very much unlike 
how things work in real life. TIME 
moves simply in one direction, an 
arrow that commands a continuous 
and very limited present moment. 
This present, according to William 
James and psychological studies at 
the end of the 19th century, is some-
where around 7 seconds on either 

side of this precise instant -- *now*. 
(Repeat) Meanwhile, also according 
to James, everything that falls either 
side of this ever-evolving present is 
fiction, a bundle of nerve channels, 
ideas, impressions that sit in a less-
than-stable manner in the bumps 
and valleys of your brain as mem-
ories (of the past) and predictions 
(about the future). 

So, if you’ll indulge me, now I’d 
also like to do an exercise in *reverse 
narration* and conjure a point in my 
post-Yale life almost exactly equi-
distant from receiving my MFA in 
Graphic Design in May of 1999 and 
speaking here today in 2011.

//

On April 27, 2006 I organized a 
closing party at O-R-G, my then-
graphic design studio at 315 West 
39th Street in midtown Manhattan. 
I’d set up O-R-G just after leaving 
New Haven and now this closing 
event was to be some kind of cross 
between a wake and a going-out-of-
business sale. I called the evening 
AFTER THE DEMISE PARTY, which 
was a direct nod to THE DEMISE 
PARTY organized by Whole Earth 
Catalog founder and editor Stewart 
Brand in 1974. In case you don’t 
know who Stewart Brand is, last 
Friday’s New York Times describes 
him as a visionary techno-hippie art-
ist. Not quite, but close enough.

For my party, I invited the 
loosely affiliated group of collabora-
tors, friends, part-time employees, 
assistants, and those willing to play 
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along to come to the studio that I 
had run for the last six years and to 
leave with whatever they wanted. 
My intention was to give away every 
single thing from that small space 
back to some of the people who had 
helped make it work. This included 
desks, table lights, a giant bookshelf 
of books, all of my CDs, posters, 
printed ephemera, work samples, 
carpet, flat files, computers, moni-
tors, keyboards, mice, a portable fog 
machine. Over the lifespan of O-R-
G, I had regular events, so there was 
a committed crowd set to come that 
night. The email invitation that I sent 
out borrowed some language from 
Stewart Brand in his description of 
the original DEMISE PARTY, which 
I repurposed to describe my AFTER 
THE DEMISE PARTY. I’d like to read 
part of that email invitation now (it 
starts with Mr. Brand):

“It was never meant to last, only 
to review the existing tools, provide 
access, bring some people together, 
then disappear. After five years 
and four issues, we published THE 
LAST ^ UPDATED WHOLE EARTH 
CATALOG -- what had began as an 
idea on an airplane over Nebraska 
in March, 1968 to compile a collec-
tion of links to alternative media and 
resources, was a success. Over one 
and half million copies of the latest 
catalog were produced in fourteen 
printings. And then this other notion 
glimmered. Keep the job, finish the 
original assignment, and then stop.

How to Make Money was not 
the design problem. (I’d heard and 
bought Ken Kesey’s advice that 

you don’t make money by making 
money: you have that in mind early 
on, but then you forget it and con-
centrate entirely on good product; 
the money comes to pass.) The 
problem was How to Generate a 
Low-Maintenance High-Yield Self-
Sustaining Critical Information 
Service. Our stopping is primarily 
an economic experiment. Rather 
than do the usual succession things 
we prefer to just cease supply, let 
demand create its own new sources. 
Our hope is that those sources will 
be more diverse and better than we 
have been or could have been if we 
continued.”

(Now me.)
We’ve been here in the studio 

at 315 West 39th Street for over 
five years and now it’s time to stop. 
O-R-G was always intended as a 
meta-project on the organization of a 
design practice, carefully staged and 
self-consciously produced. It was 
incorporated on the first business 
day of the year 2000, the studio was 
decorated to camouflage itself to 
its midtown location, the telephone 
number is professional (212 563 
5900) while the voice mail message 
is not. It was never meant to last, 
only to review the existing tools, 
provide access, bring some people 
together, then disappear. (Thank you 
to everyone who has participated so 
far and to all who may be drafted into 
future affiliation!) Ideas we’ve had 
and evaluations we’ve made are free 
for recycling.

But, now it is time to re-orga-
nize. O-R-G will close the studio and 
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reform as an ever-looser, always-ex-
panding network of individuals con-
nected through a common website 
and a distributed email list. 

People came around that night, 
and people left with books, booze, 
computers and so on. By the end of 
the evening, everything was gone 
from that room. Now, I have to stop 
this backwards story and return to a 
moment right *before* any of this I’ve 
just described -- just before AFTER 
THE DEMISE PARTY.

//

O.K. The party was on April 27 and 
now I want to go back 6 weeks 
before that to March 13. And, given 
the way that TIME works, I can’t 
know anything yet about what hap-
pens next although I’ve already just 
told you some of it. Anyway, on 
March 13, 2006, my daughter Eden 
was born. Almost none of my friends 
had children, and there were no 
other young children in either my or 
my wife’s extended families. (I have 
to make a note here for whatever it’s 
worth (the world to me) that I met my 
wife, Sarah Gephart, while getting 
my MFA in New Haven and we were 
married five years later.) 

I had been running O-R-G as 
a small, quasi-design practice since 
1999. By this point, I was getting 
the work that I wanted to be doing 
and being invited into projects I 
hadn’t even considered possible. 
It was all very gratifying and the 
future seemed to suggest better 
things yet. O-R-G had started as 

an almost-joke -- I had more or less 
talked and play-acted it into exis-
tence and it was now surprisingly 
successful. Still, there was some-
thing telling me to stop, to reorga-
nize, and to move on to . . . well the 
point is, I had no idea what I was 
moving on to.

My wife thought shutting down 
my practice and giving away every-
thing was principally a bad idea. 
I had a new baby, a new apartment, 
a very underpaid one-day-a-week 
teaching gig, and a minimum of pay-
ing graphic design commissions. Now 
 I would be changing the last part.

But I wanted a studio close 
to my new apartment on the lower 
east side of Manhattan and to my 
new family. I’d been working loosely 
with graphic designer and editor 
Stuart Bailey over the last year in the 
O-R-G studio, and so we decided to 
find a space together. We signed a 
five-year lease on a basement at 38 
Ludlow Street. The space was last 
used for storing food, had 6 1/2-foot 
ceilings and was fronted by a black 
steel door with creepy speak-easy 
sliding panel at eye-level. Anyway, it 
was cheap.

Meanwhile, Stuart (Bailey -- 
sorry there are two Ste(w)(u)arts 
here in my talk) and I had already 
been working over the previous 
year on an ambitious project for 
the Manifesta 6 Biennial in Nicosia, 
Cyprus. We’d proposed to estab-
lish what we called a Just-in-Time 
printing workshop in a storefront 
in the old city of Nicosia to cover 
the graphic design needs of this 
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six-month project. The storefront 
printshop was to be called Dexter 
Sinister.

But it never was. Sometime 
after signing the lease on the new 
space on March 1 (2006), the birth 
of my daughter on March 13, and 
before AFTER THE DEMISE PARTY 
on April 27, the entire Manifesta 
project had spectacularly collapsed. 

At that point, an idea appeared 
-- to take the workshop that we had 
been developing for Nicosia and 
transpose it to this basement space 
on the lower east side. So, on June 
26, 2006 we had yet another party, 
this time simply called The Opening 
Party, for Dexter Sinister Just-in-
Time Workshop and Occasional 
Bookstore. A friend, Alex Waterman 
played bluegrass on his cello in our 
tiny, boiling hot space. We served 
watermelon and Heineken as I recall.

From there, Dexter Sinister, 
both the space and also the name 
that Stuart Bailey and I share for 
our work together, has bent and 
reformed to practical considerations. 
Pretty quickly we didn’t do any 
printing in the space (too small, and 
financial-logistically impractical.) But 
we did, however, keep shop every 
Saturday from 12 to 6pm, running 
the space as a bookstore. Soon, to 
our delight and udder befuddlement, 
we began paying the rent by selling 
books one day a week. Simply by 
CALLING it a bookstore (3 small 
shelves open 6 hours a week in a 
basement), it BECAME a bookstore.

Well . . . All this does sound 
SO neat and tidy in the retelling. 

I’m certain it also sounds rather 
self-congratulatory. It’s also relatively 
old news. So then, I’ll return *now* to 
the almost-present.

//

A week ago Thursday, I finally met 
Stewart Brand. I was *so* excited 
to do so. I basically ambushed him 
when he was coming to meet a 
friend of mine at the Museum of 
Modern Art and to see a show that 
this friend had organized around 
The Whole Earth Catalog. Anyway, 
I stumblingly introduced myself to 
him, gave him a piece of writing I had 
made in the form of one very long 
run-on sentence, and offered some 
poorly-formed compliment. At the 
least, I was able to communicate 
how much his ideas had meant to 
me in the last 14 years since discov-
ering his book HOW BUILDINGS 
LEARN in my first year core studio 
class taught by Sheila de Bretteville 
in the graphic design program here. 
HOW BUILDINGS LEARN is a book 
essentially about TIME.

When I returned to graduate 
school in 1997, I told myself (and 
wrote on my application) that the 
reason to return to school was for 
TIME. I’d been working profession-
ally as a graphic designer a few 
years but I knew I needed, or wanted 
anyway, the TIME to do my own 
projects, the TIME to develop what 
I thought about design, the TIME 
to read, think, and so on. On arriv-
ing, it was absolutely nothing like I 
expected. My time in New Haven 

165

David Reinfurt
RESPONSE

⌂ →



was alternately frustrating, confus-
ing, exhausting and complicated. I 
was lucky enough to arrive in New 
Haven the same year as Paul Elliman 
and the crucible of faculty plus the 
other students fused some latent 
ideas I perhaps had brought with 
me, but which really only appeared 
years after leaving Yale. And so I 
returned for TIME, but didn’t real-
ize that TIME would also be my 
dividend. 

This is the problem as I see it 
for you all now: simply, how to make 
this time, the last two or three years 
you’ve spent in New Haven, last 
at least as long as the payments 
on your student loans. For me, the 
time at Yale still feeds my practice 
almost daily. It helps me remember 
that always keeping moving is as 
important, likely more, than figuring 
out exactly what you are doing at any 
one particular moment. The present, 
anyway, is only produced posthu-
mously by how we choose to talk 
about it.

So then, meeting Stewart 
Brand a week ago now, comes for 
me at what I think is called an *aus-
picious moment*. You are also all 
sitting in the expansive 7-second 
present of an auspicious moment 
yourselves. Soon enough, you’ll all 
be doing something else.

Next week, we are closing 
down Dexter Sinister (kind of) and 
launching a new project. I can’t 
speak very convincingly about the 
new project at this point, because 
I really feel like it hasn’t yet arrived. 
Still, I have been thinking a little bit 

about what to do to mark the occa-
sion. Right now, the best I can think 
of is to reuse the same recycled 
DEMISE PARTY text that I origi-
nally borrowed from Mr. Brand and 
repurposed 6 years ago. I’d like to 
read the final paragraph of that text 
now, which first appeared at the 
back of THE LAST ^ UPDATED 
WHOLE EARTH CATALOG in 1974 
and subsequently reappeared as a 
mass email in 2006, remains actively 
floating in and around the internet, 
and lodged somewhere in the crev-
ices of my brain (*this is then me 
(now) quoting my 2006 self quoting 
Stewart Brand from 1974*):

“We get asked a lot, ‘What’s 
in the future for you folks,’ as if we 
knew. Well, let’s see. We’ll clean up 
the garage and sell the production 
equipment, maybe to Kesey who 
wants to start a traveling magazine 
called Spit in the Ocean. Us out-of-
work production people will draw 
our two-weeks severance pay. We’ll 
keep the Truck Store going in Menlo 
Park, and maybe try some new 
things with it in relation to Portrola 
Institute. We’ll have our DEMISE 
party that Scott Beach has set up at 
the Exploratorium in San Francisco. 
We’ll do some traveling. We’ll take a 
ride on Patchen’s coda:

Pause.
And begin again.”

Thank you very much.
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Graphic design is knowing that everything around you 
is fair game. You can re-imagine it—what it does, what 
it looks like, how it’s used. I look at types of commu-
nication that are being underutilized, and experiment 
with ways they can be used to either communicate the 
same content in a more effective way through a differ-
ent formalization, or shift the intention of the medium to 
communicate a different type of content entirely. Both 
of these methods are dependent on trying to communi-
cate real content and ideas through the work, so I can 
try to measure if my experiments have any effect. 

A mode of communication is anything that attempts 
to impart a message to a user. This may seem broad, 
but I think it’s important to pay attention to how peo-
ple actually receive messaging today, and then explore 
those formats. For example, I’ve tried to use the format 
of Instagram to communicate other types of information 
than personal documentation; questioned what types 
of graphic design can be inserted into HTML emails 
and whether that format can be used differently; and 
reworked a type of public messaging that was alien-
ating its intended audience. The work is a success if 
users can both access what I’m trying to communicate, 
and be more engaged with the content than they were 
before my intervention.

When I explore the underutilized aspects of various 
platforms, it is with an eye towards being more positive 
and generous with the platforms, rather than cynical 
of the way they are used. Instead of being only critical 
of what exists, can design suggest an alternative? If 
there’s a better way to do it, can my work demonstrate 
that? The difference between being critical of some-
thing and taking the step to imagine and explore a dif-
ferent way of doing it is in giving myself the agency to 
intervene, and the freedom to imagine alternatives.

Looking at the real ways that people receive mes-
saging today is about empathizing. In every project, I try 
to think about what users really want to see and interact 
with, and how to work within those tendencies to then 
convince them of something new. There’s a fine line 
between something new and alien and something new 

REAL EXPERIMENTS
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but somehow familiar, and I try to fall on the familiar side 
of that line so that the user has some intuitive idea of 
how to interact with the communication. Empathy with 
the user is what guides my design to that side of the 
line. Can the audience understand it? Is it confusing? 
Can it be more direct? Is there a payoff for the user to 
spend time with the design and interact with it?

Although, like every designer, I’m interested in 
making formally beautiful work, I’ve learned that different 
aesthetics are appropriate for different situations. Part 
of empathizing with the audience is respecting their 
opinion and creating design that communicates to them 
clearly what I intend it to. Not every piece of work I make 
is aesthetically linked, but every piece of work takes 
visual cues from its intended audience, the content it’s 
communicating, and the uniqueness of its platform.

A lot of my work deals with how to reach, and then 
persuade, an audience. I focus on the interaction point: 
where and when the design will interact with the viewer. 
This fulcrum of communication, in any medium, is where 
I like to experiment. I have tried to make work that com-
municates real messaging that I believe in, and works 
with real platforms that have a wide reach. Just because 
it’s real doesn’t mean it can’t be an experiment.
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Rethinking Splash Pages

Splash pages are traditionally 
image-heavy webpages that the 
user must click through to access 
the main content of the site. They 
set the tone for the website, and 
usually create a sort of mood or 
idea that reinforces the brand.

Instead of reinforcing the 
content you’re about to encounter, 
what if a splash page inoculated 
you against it? What if the splash 
page made you critical of the con-
tent of the site? To demonstrate 
this idea, I made two splash pages 
that do this in different ways.

The lack of diversity in the 
fashion industry is a long-standing 
issue. There are plenty of models 
of color, but especially among 
the prized lucrative contracts, the 
models used are almost exclusively 
white. This is such a ubiquitous 
problem that it’s almost invisible; 
we see the models as brands, 
and it’s easy to forget there are no 
women of color. I made a splash 
page of prominent black models 
the user must click through before 
they get to Model.com’s list of 
Money Girls (the highest earners). 
The Money Girls are almost entirely 
white, a fact the user realizes after 
seeing black models first.

Dr. Marten’s has a line of 
shoes called “Made in England,” 
which they sell for substantially 
more money than the other lines 
of their shoes. However, “Made 
in England” shoes aren’t actually 
different than the other styles in 
terms of production or quality; 

therefore, the price jump is purely 
because the user identifies “Made 
in England” with craftsmanship 
and tradition. “Made in England” 
is a brand, not a guarantee of any 
material qualities.

The splash page highlights 
Dr. Marten’s own press release 
noting this, and asks users to 
be critical of their own brand 
associations.
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I saw a series of public service 
announcements in New York’s 
subway system, funded by the city. 
These posters used stock pho-
tography of babies crying and a 
childlike handwriting typeface to 
speak about teen pregnancy. The 
copy is written as if from the child’s 
perspective, telling teen moms 
things like, “I’m twice as likely not to 
graduate highschool because you 
had me as a teen.”

This ad campaign cost the 
city over $400,000 and was widely 
viewed as unsuccessful. I read 
online comments specifically from 
blogs by and for teen moms to 
try and understand why the ads 
weren’t working. First, many teen 
moms wanted to have a child 
young, or are happy they did, and 
these ads shame them. Second, 
the stock photography was too 
specific: it alienates anyone outside 
of its specific racial and econom-
ic-class references and there is 
no emotional draw as the images 
become almost comical. And, as 
one commenter noted, the mes-
saging was ineffective: “Everyone 
thinks they won’t get pregnant. If 
someone would just make an ad 
saying that it can happen to you, 
that would be better than these.”

The posters I produced try 
and use abstract forms so as to not 
alienate any member of the audi-
ence, as well as to convey more 
emotion than the stock photog-
raphy. They run in a series—with 
the information only on the final 

“pregnant” poster—so that they are 
less aggressive, and empathetic 
instead of judgmental. They also 
work with flat color and graphic 
shapes to visually differentiate 
themselves from the world of stock 
photography usually on subway 
posters.

As the series technique 
seemed to work well for visualiz-
ing risk, I used this method on a 
poster series about the need for 
healthcare and the cost of a simple 
sprained ankle if you’re uninsured. 
In both cases, the language is as 
clear and direct as possible, neither 
patronizing nor preaching to the 
audience.

Empathetic Posters
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From a 2013 study, funded by the National Institute of Health, of over 8,000 emergency room visits.

IF  YO U D ON ’ T 
H AV E H EA LT H 
I NS UR AN CE ,

A T RI P T O T HE  
E. R. F OR  A 
S PR AI NE D 

A NK LE  C AN  
CO ST  $1 ,49 8.
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Graphic design is sometimes 
talked about as “value added.” In 
this way, design gets relegated to 
luxury products, branding, cultural 
clients—“Everything necessary 
already exists,” the argument goes, 
“so design is what separates 
brands of goods that do exactly the 
same thing.” While I believe this, I 
also believe there are still people 
that need information communi-
cated to them —a core purpose of 
design, before any level of value 
adding.

I worked with a liberal political 
group in Minnesota—TakeAction—
to design pamphlets that explained 
several political issues. Our part-
nership started with a pamphlet 
on the health care exchanges, and 
I continued working with them to 
make a pamphlet on voter dis-
enfranchisement in the African-
American community.

I believe in these issues, and 
believe that if people understood 
them, things would change. The 
flyers were designed to print on 
TakeAction’s 11x17 black and 
white laser printer, and thousands 
of copies were distributed through-
out Minnesota.

Design to Communicate
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Minnesotans lose the right to vote until they 
have completed their entire sentence after 
being convicted of a felony, including any term 
of community supervision, even if they nev-
er spent any time in prison or only served a 
short jail sentence. In 2012, more than 63,000 
Minnesotans couldn’t vote due to a felony 
conviction. 73% of those disenfranchised Min-
nesotans aren’t behind bars—they’re working, 
paying taxes, and are members of our commu-
nities.

This has long-lasting repercussions for the 
community: research has shown that children 
are more likely to vote as adults if they are 
raised by parents who engage in the voting 
process. Minnesota has the worst racial voting 
gap in the country. According to Census data 
from 2013, we have the worst African Ameri-
can disparity. By disenfranchising people who 
are not behind bars, we lose not only the voice 
of those directly impacted by felon disenfran-
chisement; we also discourage participation 
by future generations.
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Approximately ⅓ of the 
young black men in the US 
are currently in prison, or on 
parole, or probation. 

Felony disenfranchisement pre-
vents Minnesotans with criminal 
convictions from having a stake in 
their communities, and a voice in 
decisions that affect all aspects of 
their lives. Although felony disen-
franchisement impacts all Minne-
sotans, as a result of dispropor-
tionate contact with the criminal 
justice system, African Americans 
and American Indians are dispro-
portionately affected.B
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Come help out!
NEXT EVENT GOES HERE

Our state has 
a problem.

Disenfranchisement is when 
members of our community 

can’t vote because they were 
convicted of a crime.

African-Americans make up roughly 
5% of the Minnesota population, but 
represent over a quarter of the total 
number of those disenfranchised.

American Indians make up less than 
2% of the population, but, in 2011, 
they made up more than 6% of those 
disenfranchised.

African American Minnesotans are 
10 times more likely to be pulled 
into the criminal justice system than 
European American Minnesotans, 
even though both groups commit 
crimes at the same rate.

2% 6%

25%5%

Disenfranchisement 
disproportionately affects 

Minnesotans of color.

Even though European 
American Minnesotans 
and African American 

Minnesotans commit crimes 
at the same rate...
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Restore the right 
to vote.

The number of people disenfran-
chised has greatly increased in 
recent years because felony con-
victions and sentence lengths, 
especially for drug offenses, have 
exploded. 

Minnesota should pass legislation to allow 
people who have served their time and are 
living in their community to vote. By moving 
to this model, Minnesota will join thirteen 
states that disenfranchise only those per-
sons who are currently incarcerated for a 
felony conviction. This reform will promote 
successful reintegration into the community, 
as voting can be a powerful way to contrib-
ute to one’s community and to feel invested 
and empowered to play a positive role.

Research has shown that persons with 
criminal convictions in their past are less 
likely to be arrested again in states that 
restore voting rights after release from 
incarceration than in states where they 
face permanent disenfranchisement. Law 
enforcement and corrections profession-
als agree that encouraging individuals to 
take on this important responsibility makes 
sense. Additionally, a policy that permits all 
individuals who have served their time in jail 
or prison to vote reduces confusion among 
voters and election officials about who can 
vote, thereby easing election administration 
and reducing government costs.D
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Restoring the right to vote for those 
living in the community will positiv- 
ely engage more people in the 
democratic process, make all Minne- 
sota communities stronger, make 
the law more clear and equitable, 
and ultimately make our communi-
ties safer and more just.

20111974

Since 1974, the percentage 

of voting age Minnesotans 

disenfranchised as a result 

of a criminal conviction has 

increased over 400%.

In 2011, roughly 8% of 

African Americans who were 

old enough to vote were 

disenfranchised. 

8%
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The Affordable Care Act was signed 
into law by President Obama in 2010.

The Affordable Care Act (often called 
“Obamacare”) does several things. It 
stops insurance companies from deny- 
ing coverage to people because they 
are sick or charging people more based 
on their health history or gender. It 
requires all Americans to have health 
insurance, and it expands programs 
like Medical Assistance and Minnesota- 
Care, and offers subsidies to make 
coverage more affordable to people 
who don’t have employer coverage.

New “Health Insurance Marketplaces” 
opening in every state will tell you what 
plans are available to you. In Minnesota, 
our new Marketplace is MNsure.

It will help if you gather a few pieces 
of information before you log on to 
MNsure.org:

MNsure has a website that lets you see 
the costs and benefits of different 
insurance plans, and shop for one that 
fits your needs. All of the plans on 
MNsure.org will cover important ben-
efits like regular check-ups, maternity, 
and hospital care, and many people will 
qualify for low-cost or free plans.

MNsure isn’t an insurance company. 
It’s a new, better way to help you find 
the best plan for your needs.

There is a new 
way to shop for 

health coverage 
in Minnesota!

It’s a new way to find 
health insurance, 

including free and low-
cost plans.

MNsure is here to help 

you find healthcare 

options that fit your 

budget.

MNSURE.ORG

1-855-366-7873

Visit

or call

for more information!

Household Income
Know your household income—
your best estimate of your house-
hold’s 2-week, monthly or annual 
income. You don’t need to bring 
last year’s tax forms, but if you 
have them, they can be a helpful 
reference.

Social Security Numbers
You’ll need to enter the Social 
Security numbers of anyone apply-
ing for coverage (or document num-
bers for documented immigrants). 

Employer Coverage Information
Know if your employer (or an 
employer of your spouse) offers 
health coverage for you or your 
family, and what the premium cost 
is to you for individual coverage, 
even if you don’t accept it. You 
can also ask your employer to fill 
out the “Employer Coverage Tool” 
found at healthcare.gov.

MNsure has trained staff to help you! Visit 
mnsure.org, or call 1-855-366-7873. MNsure can 
also help you find a “navigator” in your community 
to help you face to face.

Want to share your experience or help spread the 
word? Contact Liz Xiong, Healthcare Organizer 
at TakeAction Minnesota by calling 651-379-0754 
or emailing lizx@takeactionminnesota.org

MNsure has trained staff to help you! 

Visit m
nsure.org, or call 1-855-366-

7873. MNsure can also help you find a 

navigator in your community to help 

you face to face.

Get the information you need ready.Look at the checklist on the back of this flyer!

Call 1-855-366-7873
or contact

a navigator near you.
Social security or 

document numbers

Household income information 

(your best estimate).

Employer coverage information 

If your (or your spouse’s) employer 

offers insurance.

A navigator is someone trained and certified by MNsure to help you understand your options and choose your coverage. Navigators work in community organizations around the state. You can find one through the MNsure website or call center.

Hey! What’s a 

navigator?

After January 1st, 2014, most people are required to have qualified insur-
ance coverage or may pay a fine of $95 or 1% of your income (whichever 
is more) per year. Medicare, Medical Assistance, MinnesotaCare, most 

employer-sponsored insurance and all insurance sold through MNsure are 
all examples of qualified coverage.

If you enroll by the 15th of the month, your 
coverage can begin the 1st of the next month.

Open enrollment for private insurance plans 
on MNsure closes March 31st, 2014. (You can 

enroll in Medical Assistance or MinnesotaCare 
year round if you qualify.)

Want to share your experience or 
help spread the word? Contact 

Liz Xiong, Healthcare Organizer 
at TakeAction Minnesota by 

calling 651-379-0754 or emailing 
lizx@takeactionminnesota.org

Or visit the healthcare marketplace online:

MNSURE.ORG
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Every day I receive junk email 
newsletters. I open them and 
delete them. These emails are an 
incredibly direct form of messag-
ing that we all interact with daily, 
but it’s easy to ignore them. I was 
curious: what can HTML emails do, 
and how can they catch people’s 
attention?

I was particularly excited 
about including animations to 
make the emails more engaging. I 
worked with TakeAction to create 
an animated email version of the 
healthcare exhange flyer, which I 
designed with small animations to 
entice viewers to keep the email 
open and not immediately delete it.

TakeAction sent the email 
out to 12,968 people. 18.5% 
opened, which is average for them. 
The surprise was in the number of 
forwards: On average, each person 
who opened the email forwarded 
it ten times. Several Minnesota 
senators and state officials also 
asked for the email to send to their 
entire mailing list. This number 
is significantly higher than any of 
TakeAction’s other email blasts 
and shows that bringing design 
and animation to their messag-
ing caused their audience to take 
notice and engage with the content 
in a new way. 

Adding Animation to HTML Emails
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Haw-lin is an image blog run by 
two male graphic designers (pre-
viously of the studio Hort). It cre-
ated a specific type of aesthetic 
as a design and lifestyle blog, one 
widely referenced in the fashion 
industry for moodboards and inspi-
ration. The aesthetics of branding 
and fashion don’t originate from the 
product; instead, they’re applied to 
the product. Haw-lin might be just 
a blog, but they coined a style that 
was quickly commercially appropri-
ated, and thus had a huge influence 
on visual communication. I looked 
at Haw-Lin all the time, but I was 
disturbed at the nude images of 
women on the blog, interspersed 
with nice books and living rooms. 
Because of the structure of a blog, 
you have to scroll through every 
image in succession, meaning that 
viewers are powerless to not view 
the pornographic images in order 
to see the others.

I wanted to find a way to keep 
Haw-lin’s aesthetic intact while 
encouraging viewers to ques-
tion being force-fed pornography 
(always of women) in the context 
of a design blog. I created a book-
marklet that users can activate 
on Haw-lin’s site. As they move 
through the blog and see por-
nographic images, they can click 
on them to replace the image with 
collages that I created. Each col-
lage is based off the original image 
with visual effects as well as an 
actual design object inserted. This 
intervention preserves the aesthetic 

Intervening in a Source of Visual Inspiration

of Haw-lin while making the blog 
more about design objects, and 
intervenes in the medium of the 
blog in an unexpected way.
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Moving Through a Debate

This iPhone app looks at how to 
translate the dynamic aspects of 
a debate or argument between 
two people into the format of an 
e-reader, taking advantage of the 
native actions of the iPhone. It also 
tries to tackle how an interactive 
element can keep political cam-
paign promises relevant, even after 
they’ve left the 24-hour news cycle.

The app is a reader for the 
presidential debates. The candi-
dates’ remarks are split into two 
columns, each larger than half 
the screen width, so that when 
you view one candidate, the other 

candidate’s remarks are always 
“peaking in” on the side. The user 
swipes left to right and right to 
left, physically mimicking the back 
and forth of a debate, to follow the 
conversation. Users can also chose 
to read only the remarks from the 
candidate they are interested in by 
swiping up and down. Campaign 
promises are linked to Google 
searches so that users can eval-
uate the current state of the issue 
whenever they interact with the 
app, months or even years after the 
debate has faded from the public eye.

193

Grace Robinson-Leo
PROJECT

⌂ →



Using AdWords to Stop False Advertising

I thought about the role of the 
volunteer escort at an abortion 
clinic: someone who walks with 
women from their cars to the clinic 
to empathize with them and shield 
them from aggressive pro-life pro-
testers. I put myself in the shoes of 
a woman who needs an abortion, 
and thought about the actual steps 
one might take before getting to the 
clinic. Thinking about the situation 
from the users’ perspective led me 
to a simple insight: for most people, 
an online search is the easiest and 
most confidential way to find out 
about medical options. However, a 
search for “how to get an abortion” 
is full of false propaganda in the 
form of ads (paid for by extreme 
pro-life groups) that use the same 
language as legitimate abortion 
clinics, but then give false facts to 
scare women from abortions (lies 
like “You’ll never be able to get 
pregnant again,” etc.). How could 
design act like the abortion clinic 
escort, shielding and empathizing 
with women?

Although I understand the 
point of view of pro-life groups, I 
don’t think women who are look-
ing for medical information should 
be purposefully deceived. By 
researching these ads, I discov-
ered that they stop showing up 
in searches after they have been 
clicked on enough times (maxing 
out their advertising budget). I 
produced a video campaign asking 
people to purposefully click on the 
ads that they knew were deceitful 

to max out their clicks, so that when 
women performed the searches 
looking for legitimate information, 
the ads would no longer appear. 
In this way, instead of ignoring the 
ads (a form of passively condoning 
them) the user can actively protest 
through clicking.
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Instagram Videos for Kids

How do kids receive information? 
Animation is effective and engag-
ing, but how do kids get to the 
videos? Younger kids can’t read 
enough to navigate to a video 
hosting site like YouTube or Vimeo, 
and DVDs are only appropriate 
for longer movies and, as physical 
objects, have their own distribution 
system concerns. Instagram is the 
most direct way to see video today, 
and even young children have an 
intuitive understanding of how to 
interact with iPhones. Creating an 
Instagram account for the anima-
tions allows two ways for kids to 
see them: viewing the account, the 
child can see all animations in a 
series, or, the parent can “follow” 
and the videos will show up in the 
their Instagram feed so that kids 
can see them when they’re posted.

The animations work with 
simple letterforms acting out var-
ious words, and are both simple 
and humorous.  Like the pregnancy 
posters, the abstract characters 
express emotion.
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Theses Book

I approached my thesis book as 
another platform that could be 
more generous and positive, both 
in its object qualities as well as in 
its content. Thesis books are tra-
ditionally about your work while at 
Yale, and only 3 copies exist. Future 
students use them as reference 
when they begin their own thesis 
process and begin to wonder what 
their own thesis should be.

When I was beginning my 
thesis process, several questions I 
thought about over and over were: 
why am I being asked to do this? Is 
making a thesis really more helpful 
than just creating more work? Does 
a thesis really do anything for me in 
my life after school? This is the type 
question I wanted answered when 
I was looking at former student’s 
books, and what I think future stu-
dents will be thinking about when 
they look at mine.

To this end, I contacted for-
mer students with copies of their 
theses. I asked them to tell me if 
their thesis was still relevant, and 
how so. How did the work they do 
here help them in their post-gradu-
ate life? Their responses, and their 
original thesis statements, make 
up the bulk of my book. These 
responses, along with my own 
thesis, suggest a way a thesis book 
could more directly address its 
future audience and communicate 
more generously with them, as well. 

I want my book to be as 
easily accessible as possible, and 
that end, there should be endless 

copies. A PDF is then the best 
choice. But the PDF is a platform 
as well: once settling on this form, 
I began to explore how the PDF 
could function differently and be 
more engaging. Creating internal 
links allows for a navigation system 
and basic animation, and the PDF 
is designed to be both a print-out 
as well as an interactive publica-
tion viewed on the iPad. The PDF 
is available online for free, hosted 
permanently through the Internet 
Archive. My thesis book is an inter-
active resource for future students.
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I didn’t have much of a thesis. The 
writing in the back of my book was 
from a lecture given at the beginning 
of my second year, and attempted 
to find precedents for my possi-
ble thesis. My thesis writing was 
the annotated images. These were 
descriptions of projects and notes 
about how peripheral images 
and ideas related to my images 
and ideas.

That’s really just to clarify.
The work I was doing at Yale 

was really a natural way of working 
for me. And trying to contain it (in a 
book, in a piece of writing, in a term) 
was tricky. I don’t think I did it very 
well, but it does still feel right. I was 
working similarly before, though 
unconsciously. Afterwards, I was 
more confident in that approach 
(infusing recognized language and 
imagery as a readable layer). That is 
how I work now, and it’s the same 
as (“same as” just autcorrected to 
sambas) when I graduated. 

I didn’t get a job out of school. 
I sort of forget what I was doing. 
Odds and ends, and then I went to 
Switzerland on a Fulbright. I worked 
on a book there that fictionalized 
visual relationships between their 
and my culture. I found it so exciting 
to see James Gandolfini in a Rolex 
or an excessive number of cartoon 
bears used for Swiss brands meant 
for adults. In the end I kept the work 
I made private, perhaps because it 
wasn’t so universally exciting.

That work was very thesis-y, 
though. I can’t imagine going back 
and altering the thesis. It’s almost 

a time capsule of the ideas from 
a period of personal reflection. 
Changing it now would be odd…
Maybe if I could change something 
it would be to credit the title I used 
in the lecture (“The Hippies are Back 
and They’re Punks”) to the band 
Times New Viking. They had an 
album called “Rip it Off”.
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Not directly. When I think back to my time in graduate 
school, it’s the myriad of experiences that collectively 
informed my work then, and led to the work I’m doing 
now. I always saw the thesis as one project amongst 
many that were about a dialogue of development for 
me. Trying things out, experimenting, and learning from 
those trials. The thesis is typically viewed by students 
(including myself at the time) as a project that defines 
who you are as a designer and who you will be as a 
designer. I don’t think that’s true at all.

That said, I still stand behind the central tenet of 
my thesis. Design for me has continued to become 
more and more about development of relationships than 
about the specific distinctions of type size or place-
ment. While those things are extremely important and 
interesting to me, I find that the success or innovation 
of my design work is driven by the quality and charac-
teristics of the relationship I have with a collaborator 
or client.

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel 
as though it’s more relevant now than it was when you grad-
uated, or vice versa?

The first year out of grad school was hellish for me 
(and it seems for many of my colleagues) in that I was 
struggling with this question a lot—too much. It was 
tricky to re-contexualize my perspective in the broader 
context of the studio, 2x4, where I was working at the 
time. I had to pull back from the narrow lens of my the-
sis work and rethink my approach to design in light of 
the actual conditions of a studio. You have to go from 
thinking only about your own interests to the interests of 
multiple team members, at a broader scale and within 
the requirements of the project. How do you apply your 
thesis to a project that’s been running for two years 
already, with multiple team members, specific design 
requirements, budgetary constraints, a design system 
in place, and several levels of decision-makers? You no 
longer have the luxury of time and agency to apply your 
thesis—it has to be immediate and operating under the 
surface of everything you do.
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If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
How so?

I feel like there’s always a sense in design where you 
feel like it’s never finished—things could always be bet-
ter, more refined, or stronger in some way or another. 
But it’s one of the enduring qualities of print—the fact 
that once it comes off the press, it is what it is. The sec-
ond it is printed, it becomes history.

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

On a tactical level I’m still pretty interested in the idea 
of binary thinking in design. I tend to make things that 
tell two stories at once, and look for different ways to 
do this—whether through a set of images that come in 
pairs and are combined in different ways, or through a 
telling of two separate stories that weave in and out of 
each other in a book or website, for instance. I like the 
oscillation between friction and coalescence that you 
can use to communicate ideas and stories.
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What are we talking about? Talking 
about talking? Talking about writ-
ing? Talking about words? Now I’m 

just riffing… 
—Reggie Wilson

If dance-writers faced one 
eternal question, the ques-
tion would be how to put 
words to a wordless art. Yet 
to me that very challenge is 
enticing. What words can do 
is preserve the experiential 
essence of a dance for those 
who didn’t experience the 
dance in the moment, or 
even for those who did, to 
preserve the experiential 
essence in the best approxi-
mation of a time machine—
taking the dancers and their 

watchers back to a moment 
when bodies were giants 
and gravity was a force under 

human control.
I once heard dancers have 

five strengths—technique, 
musicality, beauty, poetry 
and charisma. A strong 

background in ballet or 
modern dance gives technique, 

but in Mr. Wilson’s work, musical-
ity is a new animal. Counts are 

as subjective as gravity 
in his work. 

Counts 
are as 
fluid as 

the spine 
rolling up and down its three 

positions. Counts don’t adhere 
to the standard 5-6-7-8 of 
“dancers’ counts,” just as up 
becomes larger than “danc-
ers’ up.”

Counts are the spaces 
between the clap, or the 

stomp, or the switch of pelvis. 
And in those spaces too is the 
beauty. “Don’t be dramatic,” Mr. 
Wilson urged us, “just move the 
pelvis.” See from the pelvis, and 
the pelvis moves by its own 
vast intelligence.

elaborate striking dynamic, direc-
tional, dimensional changes. From 
what Reggie tells us, besides look-
ing directly at his work, this essen-
tially rhythmic proclivity has an influ-
ence in African diasporic expressive 
culture, and a palette of movement 
or qualitative motifs drawing on 
quite diverse cultural and aesthetic 
heritages—touchstones includ-
ing South African gumboot dance, 
downtown postmodern dance of 
New York City’s final 20th century 
decades, Spiritual Baptist traditions 
of Trinidad and Tobago, classical 
ballet, Israeli choreographer Ohad 
Naharin, Tai Chi… Reggie encour-
ages quick, high contrast, even 
surprising changes of physicality: 
though some precision is want-
ing in the description, technically 
it requires throwing oneself into 
another body, and then another, and 
then another. And technically this 
requires, as Reggie has emphasized 
and as seems quite fruitful, a “core 
orientational focus” on, in, the pel-
vis. A unifying orientation of bodily 
focus for a diversifying or multiply-
ing assumption of body.

I walk around the dance studio 
slowly tuning into my own body. 
My feet lift up and down in a 
rhythmic pattern as I feel my weight 
shift from heel to toe and heel 
to toe again. It is all about body 
awareness, but rather an internal 
awareness of how I feel within 
myself. The physicality of dance 
is of course one of its main 
components that can easily be 
lost in over analysis and intellec-
tualization. It’s true that different 
forms of dance and post-modern 
dance especially are artistic 
expressions of the choreogra-
pher and their influences, 
but this expres-
sion of art is 
incased within 
the body.

Never before have I taken 
the time to truly open my men-
tal awareness to the way every 
portion of my body moved in 
space. While walking around, 
tuning in to the soreness in 
my shoulder blades and the 
lengthening of my joints, I 
realized everyone has the 
same limbs in the same 
place but every body is a very 
distinct and different piece 

of artwork. These four divides 
are all held together by one 
pivotal point; the pelvis. The 
pelvis is the central point for 
the body. It acts as a ground-
ing point from which all other 
types of movement can flow. 
In performing Reggie’s move-

ments the importance of the 
pelvis is vital for me in keeping 
myself grounded. Whenever I 
was confused in the movements, 
which to be completely honest 
happened quite often, I thought 
about the position of the pelvis. Yet 
I was still confused. My pelvis was 
not ready for this large responsibil-
ity. I’ve never depended on it this 
much before and I felt I had a large 
amount of catching up to do in 
accordance to its abilities. Perhaps 
my pelvis will step up to the chal-
lenge that it has been given. With 
time, effort, and of course that fan-
tastic technique called rehearsal.

Lauren Dawson
January 28, 2013

Karlanna Lewis
February 1, 2013

The Pelv is

Can a Body ?



but… After school, we all worked in different places. 
Ariel [Apte Carter, founding partner] went to Doyle 
Partners, Sarah went to 2x4, and I went to Cooper 

Hewitt Museum. Anyway, we just missed each other, 
so we picked up various freelance projects so we 

could collaborate, and then it was a convergence of the 
coincidental. Ariel was freelancing full-time, and I was 

in-between, so we started something bigger, and then 
we roped Sarah in from 2x4. You know, you never think, 

“Now we’re starting a studio and here’s our phone 
number,” but we just started with clients we gathered 
together from our various jobs, and it had its own life, 

and now we’re still here.

Grace
What would you say to students who are just start-

ing to think of what their thesis might be? If you could 
describe to them what a good goal for a thesis is, or 

what’s something you should be aiming to get out of it? 
Or is there no way to guide it?

Sarah
I think it’s just so daunting when you’re faced with the 
thesis, but my advice would be just to keep things small, 
and that actual projects and tasks you set up for your-
self should be really rigorously contained. Because it’s 
actually in the making of that simple task that the big-
ger picture extends out. And you don’t always see that 
when you’re there.

Alicia
I think it also speaks about that translation from thinking 

to making. You can dwell on that big picture, that “one 
word thesis,” you can stay in that miasma of big thinking 
and not be doing anything since you don’t know exactly 

what you’re doing. So just to get through that, keep 
making. Do little exercises, make the stakes low so you 

 don’t feel like you’re going to fail. Try to stay focused, not 
 necessarily on the thesis concept, but just realize that 
there’s different ways to get to it if you’re feeling stuck.

Barbara [Glauber] was the one who helped me with 
many of my roadblocks by saying, you know, “Focus on 27
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Do you feel that your thesis informs your work today?
Yes. If not the thesis specifically, my time at Yale has 
undoubtedly informed how I think about and practice 
design, everyday. 

Did it inform your first job out of school? Do you feel as 
though it’s more relevant now than it was when you gradu-
ated, or vice versa?

My first job out of school was at 2x4, a studio co- 
founded my Michael Rock (with partners Susan Sellers 
and Georgie Stout). My understanding is that Michael 
helped shape the pedagogical direction of the program 
significantly, so in some ways, my time at 2x4 felt very 
much like an extension of my education. 

When you’ve completed your thesis and time 
has passed, your arguments and references can cer-
tainly seem incomplete or naive in retrospect (probably 
because they were incomplete and naive). But I think 
the practice of self-questioning and adhering to certain 
criteria by which you measure the value or success 
of your work are ideas that feels more relevant now 
than ever.

If you could go back and adjust your thesis, would you? 
How so?

I wouldn’t (or couldn’t) change it. Working on my the-
sis was incredibly important to me, but I think it’s also 
important to realise that your MFA thesis is a moment in 
time, a distillation of what you were thinking about as a 
designer in a very specific context. It is neither absolute 
nor timeless.

Is there a part that still sticks with you, and other parts that 
seem irrelevant now? Which parts?

Looking back, some of the references seem less rel-
evant to me now. Surprising even. The Yale thesis (at 
least during my time there) was differentiated from that 
of comparable programs because the focus was on 
the visual method, instead of the visual subject. It was 
about learning through doing, rather than learning 
through learning, which can never be irrelevant.
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10 Katsnelson, 72

11 Ibid., 80.

12 In some of his peasant portraits, 
Malevich removes even color 
as a defining characteristic. See 
Sarabianov, 147.

13 One should note, too, that the 
titles of many of Malevich’s 
peasant paintings communicate 
a similar idea: nearly all of 
them provide the viewer with 
only the gender of the figure 
portrayed. These generic titles 
further remove the individual 
from the painting in quite a 
radical way.

14 Elena Basner, “Malevich’s 
Paintings in the Collection  
of the Russian Museum  
(The Matter of the Artist’s 
Creative Evolution)” in Kazimir 
Malevich in the Russian 
Museum, ed. Yevgenia Petrova, 
St. Petersburg: State Russian 
Museum, 2000.

the viewer with a figure devoid of flesh, a corpse-like peas- 
ant. What is so powerful about this result is that hopelessness 
and despair emerge quite naturally from Malevich’s extreme 
visualization of the Soviet dream: by reducing the peasant to 
a universal figure, Malevich has created a cold, lifeless figurine. 
Given the actual plight of the peasants under the Stalinist pro-
gram of forced collectivization — a plight that Malevich, who 
often self-identified as a peasant, must have been aware of 
and sympathetic towards — this implication becomes all the 
more poignant.10

This reductio ad absurdum of Soviet iconography forms a 
common thread that runs throughout Malevich’s second peas-
ant cycle.11 In Girls in the Field, Malevich pushes the de-individ-
ualization of the peasant even further. Aside from coloration, 
none of the three girls display any defining characteristics.12 
The three figures stand on the same plane; in the same, inactive 
stance. Here, Malevich pushes his use of white to define the 
figure to its extreme. The color on the peasants’ torsos entirely 
fails to convey a sense of volume. The forms are left empty, 
hollow. The girl on the far left, perhaps the best example of this 
effect, appears in places as merely the outline of a figure. The 
individual seems to have been cut out of the painting by the 
hand of a censor.13

Here one should also note two tropes that, though absent 
from Complex Presentiment, are near staples within Malevich’s 

second peasant cycle: first, 
a reliance on cross-like 
perspective; and second, an 
emphasis on the emptiness 
of the inactivity of the peas-
ants’ hands. In Girls in the 
Field, as in many of Malev-
ich’s peasant portraits, the 
three figures stand pressed 
up against the picture plane 
with the landscape unfold-
ing behind them towards a 
high horizon line. The result 
is a clear “cross” shape.14 
This compositional detail 
alone contains some of the 
same double-meanings 
as Malevich’s engagement 
with Socialist iconography. 
Is one to take the cross 
to signify the peasant’s mes-
sianic power, or his cruci-
fixion? Second, the painting 

displays Malevich’s interest in gesticulation — or rather, the lack 
thereof. Here, the girls stand with their hands hanging empty 

Kazimir Malevich. Girls in the Field, 1928 – 32. 
Oil on canvas. 106 x 125 cm. 
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 for the program. They 
were made around 
the program. Like the 
Whitney posters, the 
sign. You know, the sign 
was nice. It made peo-
ple happy. For a while, 
until it degraded. It was 
very cheaply produced, 
they decided not to 
take it down… I think 
it’s a successful piece 
of work, as far as work 
goes. So, there were 
fun things there, actu-
ally. But then it’s like 
you were saying, the 
experience was a lot 
more interesting than 
the actual thing. And I 
think the thesis helps to 
convey that, that what 
was interesting was 
what was happening 
around the work.

Reading this, it’s like, God. 
This is painful. 

Yeah, I’m reading yours right 
now. “The world is 
a mess!”

No, that’s not my thesis. 
That’s my presentation 
from September. Which 
is even worse. Jesus, 
don’t read that part. It 
was trying so hard.

See, mine would have made 
sense if Paul hadn’t got-
ten involved. Like I had 
something that made a 
semblance of sense…
and then I had a chat 
with Paul, and it all went 

downhill from there. But 
essentially, the thesis 
was a catalyst for me 
to abandon graphic 
design as a discipline, 
so I guess it was very… 
important.

The thesis though, or Yale? 
Back to Mike’s question 
before.

Well, maybe her question 
isn’t framed correctly.

Well, I don’t know what the 
thesis is there now, but 
at the time, it felt very 
very different from what 
I was actually spending 
my time doing. Like it’s 
this other thing that you 
kinda have to do, but it’s 
not really what you’re 
trying to do, or what you 
give a shit about.

But it’s still the most import-
ant thing.

Well, to some people.
But for the school. Like 

the way the program 
was structured, it was 
the most important 
thing. Like you could 
almost do nothing, but 
if you turned a thesis 
book in at the end, they 
were cool.

But essentially, isn’t the 
thesis supposed to be a 
diary or a record of your 
two years there?

I think when we were doing 
it, it was in a weird spot, 
where it was no longer, 
like, a 200-page 79
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six-month project. The store-
front printshop was to be called 
Dexter Sinister.

But it never was. Sometime 
after signing the lease on the new 
space on March 1 (2006), the birth 
of my daughter on March 13, and 
before AFTER THE DEMISE PARTY 
on April 27, the entire Manifesta 
project had spectacularly collapsed. 

At that point, an idea appeared 
-- to take the workshop that we had 
been developing for Nicosia and 
transpose it to this basement space 
on the lower east side. So, on June 
26, 2006 we had yet another party, 
this time simply called The Opening 
Party, for Dexter Sinister Just-in-
Time Workshop and Occasional 
Bookstore. A friend, Alex Waterman 
played bluegrass on his cello in our 
tiny, boiling hot space. We served 
watermelon and Heineken as I recall.

From there, Dexter Sinister, 
both the space and also the name 
that Stuart Bailey and I share for 
our work together, has bent and 
reformed to practical considerations. 
Pretty quickly we didn’t do any 
printing in the space (too small, and 
financial-logistically impractical.) But 
we did, however, keep shop every 
Saturday from 12 to 6pm, running 
the space as a bookstore. Soon, to 
our delight and udder befuddlement, 
we began paying the rent by selling 
books one day a week. Simply by 
CALLING it a bookstore (3 small 
shelves open 6 hours a week in a 
basement), it BECAME a bookstore.

Well . . . All this does sound 
SO neat and tidy in the retelling. 

I’m certain it also sounds rather 
self-congratulatory. It’s also relatively 
old news. So then, I’ll return *now* to 
the almost-present.

//

A week ago Thursday, I finally met 
Stewart Brand. I was *so* excited 
to do so. I basically ambushed him 
when he was coming to meet a 
friend of mine at the Museum of 
Modern Art and to see a show that 
this friend had organized around 
The Whole Earth Catalog. Anyway, 
I stumblingly introduced myself to 
him, gave him a piece of writing I had 
made in the form of one very long 
run-on sentence, and offered some 
poorly-formed compliment. At the 
least, I was able to communicate 
how much his ideas had meant to 
me in the last 14 years since discov-
ering his book HOW BUILDINGS 
LEARN in my first year core studio 
class taught by Sheila de Bretteville 
in the graphic design program here. 
HOW BUILDINGS LEARN is a book 
essentially about TIME.

When I returned to graduate 
school in 1997, I told myself (and 
wrote on my application) that the 
reason to return to school was for 
TIME. I’d been working profession-
ally as a graphic designer a few 
years but I knew I needed, or wanted 
anyway, the TIME to do my own 
projects, the TIME to develop what 
I thought about design, the TIME 
to read, think, and so on. On arriv-
ing, it was absolutely nothing like I 
expected. My time in New Haven 
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the Visible Language Workshop was moved to 
another new home in building E15.

The notion that designers should use the tools 
of production themselves had dovetailed nicely 
with the evolution of technology and the poten-
tial graphic qualities of these new interfaces. 
A process that began with typesetting on the 
Selectric had expanded to include computers 
and the other “new media” championed by the 
lab as ripe for research.

The work of the Visible Language Workshop 
continued to move progressively away from print 
and towards the digital realm. However, Cooper 
remained concerned with the goal and methods 
of print, if no longer in its associated production 
methods: typography, display, and the inclusive 
relationship between designer and user were all 
investigated on the screen. An excellent exam-
ple of the evolving approach and research can 
be found in a 1989 issue of Design Quarterly (the 
Walker Art Center’s design publication). Cooper 
was the guest-editor, and the issue showcased 
several projects originating from research at the 
Visible Language Workshop.

David Small developed The Fundamentals of 
Color (1987–88), an electronic book that “uses 
transparency to make shifts from English to 
German translations of the text, and includes an 
annotation editor that will save comments and 
replay them.” The so-called “annotation editor” 
predicts the PDF format with its comment and 
mark-up functionality that, today, are a stan-
dard part of the user experience in a PDF reader 
like Adobe Acrobat or Apple’s Preview.

Other work shown included a rendering by Mas-
simo Ontani depicting a domestic scene. The 
elements in the composition were created using 

12 The Media Lab (and the Visible Language Workshop) 
were housed in I. M. Pei's Weisner Building, or E15

13 Design Quarterly, Volume 142, 1989. Cooper guest-
edited this issue of the Walker’s design publication.

14 David Small's Fundamentals of Color electronic book,
showing two "pages."

15

of the equipment and means of production. The 
Visible Language Workshop combined these 
approaches into a collaborative space that 
encouraged prototyping.

David Small, a research associate at the Visible 
Language Workshop and now Associate Profes-
sor in the School of Architecture, said:

Once you’ve started with the assumption 
that there’s no right or wrong way to do 
anything, what becomes more important 
is getting students to think on their own. 
Muriel set up the right kind of environment 
for that: the space encourages interaction. 
Even naming it a workshop, not a lab, was 
important.

In fact, the offset printing facilities and photog-
raphy studio were located next door and in 1976, 
students tore a hole in the wall between the two 
rooms—literally taking matters into their own 
hands to reduce the distance between designer 
and production.

 In Abrams' interview, Cooper clarifies:
My model is very much an art school or a 
design school, where you don’t give recipes 
for things. It’s not purely a studio because 
there’s a lot of rigor in making a machine 
do something you want it to do.

In 1977, Cooper was made Assistant Professor 
in the School of Architecture, the first graphic 
designer to hold that position. In 1981, she was 
promoted to Associate Professor. The Visible 
Language Workshop was housed in the School 
of Architecture throughout this time, but in 
1985, this would change.

In 1985, the MIT Media Lab was founded under 
the guidance of Nicholas Negroponte (Architec-
ture professor and director of MIT's Architecture 
Machine Group) and Jerome Weisner (President 
of MIT). 

Cooper’s Visible Language Workshop fell under 
the umbrella of this new conglomeration, and 

11 Nicholas Negroponte, founder and first director of the 
MIT Media Lab

6

10 David Small lectures at MIT on transparency (a 
central concept for the Media Lab and the VLW) in 2009.

9 Students from the Visible Language Workshop. Photograph 
taken around 1976.

7
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